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Fluorescent Lamps 
 

All fluorescent lamps contain mercury, currently a necessary ingredient for energy- 
efficient operation.  Unfortunately, mercury is also a highly toxic metal that can 
contaminate the environment and fish that we eat.  It is estimated that in Washington 
approximately 10 million lamps are disposed to the trash yearly, amounting to some 400 
to 500 pounds of mercury released to the environment and accumulated in landfills.  
Because fluorescent lamps save energy, their use is still highly recommended, even 
though they contain small amounts of mercury.   
 
 What kinds of lamps should I be concerned about? 
There are many types of bulbs that contain mercury and should be recycled, including:  

• Fluorescents, including linear straight tubes, U-shaped, circular and compact 
fluorescents (the spiral type commonly used in homes). 

• High Intensity Discharge bulbs (HID).  These bulbs are commonly used for 
outdoor lighting and many commercial building settings.  HID bulbs include: 

o Mercury vapor 
o Metal halide 
o High pressure sodium 

• Neon bulbs 
• Ultraviolet bulbs (often used to disinfect drinking water)  

 
How should I manage used lamps? 
Although a single fluorescent lamp contains a relatively small amount of mercury, it is 
important that all lamp users recycle their used lamps to help prevent the cumulative 
affects of many millions of broken lamps.   Green or “low mercury” lamps should also be 
recycled since they contain mercury.   Washington’s Mercury Education and Reduction 
Act [Chapter 70.95M RCW] provides re-enforcement of this lamp recycling message. 



As of January 1, 2004, lamps sold in Washington are required to have a mercury 
warning label stating the product contains mercury and should be recycled.  A 1-
800 number on the label tells people where they can recycle their lamps.   
 
Households 
In many Washington counties, households and some businesses can bring lamps and 
other mercury-containing products (e.g. thermometers) to their local household 
hazardous waste collection (HHW) facilities or event.  To locate these facilities, call 1-
800-RECYCLE (7329) or on the Web at http://1800recycle.wa.gov.   When using the 
pull-down menu, select household hazardous waste as the type of recyclable waste. 
 
In Kitsap, King, Thurston and Snohomish counties, several retail stores are participating 
in a pilot lamp take-back project. Most stores charge a small fee, and consumers can 
bring in their lamps for recycling.  For a list of participating stores, go to:    
http://www.productstewardship.net/productsMercuryFluorescent.html
 
Businesses and Institutions 
Fluorescent and HID lamps (except for the green lamps) are classified as hazardous 
waste, typically because of the mercury content.  Businesses that use lots of lamps, 
such as office buildings or large retail stores, ordinarily generate little or no hazardous 
waste. When throwing out mercury-containing lamps, they may not be aware they could 
be illegally disposing of a hazardous waste, and subject to a penalty. 
 
To avoid this, businesses can choose to manage these lamps as universal waste, which 
allows much less stringent management requirements than regular hazardous waste.   
Ecology publication 98-407c The Universal Waste Rule for Lamps   
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/98407c.html  gives guidance on proper storage, labeling 
and recycling of lamps.  Most importantly, lamps must be safely stored in containers to 
minimize breakage. New lamps are most often packaged in a cardboard box, which 
makes an excellent storage container for used lamps.     
   
Recycling options for business 
Businesses that generate small quantities of hazardous waste (under 220 pounds per 
month) are known as Small Quantity Generators (SQG).  Some county HHW sites allow 
SQG’s to drop off their lamps, usually for a fee.    When this is not an option, there are 
several firms that collect and recycle lamps.  For small amounts of lamps, some 
companies offer mail back kits.  Others may allow you to drop off lamps at their 
facilities, or will pick up larger amounts.  Visit the Ecology Hazardous Waste Service 
Providers Web site for a list of companies that take lamps*. 
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/apps/hwtr/hwsd  
   
Also, King County’s fluorescent lamp recycling Web site maintains a list of lamp 
recyclers, found at: http://www.govlink.org/hazwaste/business/fluor/vendors.htm.* 
 
 

http://1800recycle.wa.gov/
http://www.productstewardship.net/productsMercuryFluorescent.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/98407c.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/apps/hwtr/hwsd
http://www.govlink.org/hazwaste/business/fluor/vendors.htm


What is the state doing to support lamp recycling? 
 

• In January of 2004, then Governor Locke signed Governor’s Directive No. 04-01, 
directing all state agencies and Institutions to recycle their used fluorescent 
lamps.  On-going efforts are being made to inform state agencies and 
maintenance staff about lamp recycling requirements. 

 
• State agencies are committed to using only non-mercury products.  Where there 

is no non-mercury alternative, as is the case with fluorescent lamps, products 
with the lowest level of mercury are to be used.   As a result of using low mercury 
lamps, the state has reduced the amount of mercury in lamps (used by state 
buildings) by over 50% from 2004 to 2006. 

 
• In spring 2005, Ecology offered free lamp recycling to Washington state school 

districts and community colleges as part of a four month pilot project.  Although 
Ecology collected over 13,000 lamps, the main benefit of this project was 
education of school staff on the need to collect their lamps and recycle them. 

 
• In 2004, the legislature approved a $250,000 supplemental budget dedicated to 

enhance lamp recycling through grants to county solid waste programs.  Several 
counties applied for the grants, which were helpful in starting or expanding lamp 
recycling by HHW facilities. 

 
Other helpful links 

• www.lamprecycle.org  (detailed recycling information provided by lamp 
manufacturers) 

• http://www2.cityofseattle.net/light/news/memo.asp?ID=18  (Seattle City Light 
information about recycling of compact fluorescent lamps) 

• http://www.newmoa.org/Newmoa/htdocs/prevention/mercury/lamprecycle/  (An 
inter-state association of 8 northeastern states provides an excellent resource on 
recycling)  

• http://www.nwlamprecycle.org/ (highlights local case studies about northwest 
companies making a difference by recycling their lamps) 

• http://www.epa.gov/epaoswer/hazwaste/id/univwast/lamps/outreach.htm 
(highlights EPA efforts towards increasing nation-wide lamp recycling) 

• http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/mercury/products.htm#Fluorescent%20Lamps  
(Washington State Department of Health has information on lamps and other 
mercury-containing products) 

• This page is found in Web format at www.ecy.wa.gov/mercury/lamps. 
 
 
*Listed companies claim they collect and recycle fluorescent lamps.  Ecology does not 
screen or otherwise recommend the companies listed on this directory.   
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